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Deepest Roots - Finest Fruits
By Johannes Knudsen
Roots and fruits have an affinity in the natural order of
things. It cannot be denied, of course, that the technical skills of
our day can create marvels in sterile isolation or hot-house splendor, almost without roots. Nor must it be ignored that quickly
growing plants with frail surface contacts to water and nutrients
can grow luscious fruits. I would rather eat a strawberry than an
acorn. Thus it shall not be contended that finest fruits require
deepest roots. But let not the logic of cause and effect stifle a
theme. Roots and fruits are valuable and related factors of
growth, and thus of life. They are not necessarily linked by
sequence or logic but they are worthy of an inter-related
consideration.
It shall be contended, however, that the practical and
pragmatic attitudes of our modern world have abandoned some
of the natural and normative forces and relationships of nature.
In our day we remove ourselves from contact with nature and its
processes, factors that have been important to long generations
of our ancestors. We fertilize the soil with chemicals and control
the weeds with herbicides. The nature and depth of roots are no
longer so important. Fruits can be gained by artificial means. And
this fact can be applied as a metaphor to human relations. Even
as we raise our plants and animals in artificial environments, we
rear our children in sterile palaces of theoretical perfection. We
relate to spiritual values through electronic communication. We
promote immediate and superficial consequences and we no
longer look for long-term causes or distant goals. We abandon
vision as well as perspective. The profound and the far-reaching
give way to the dramatic and the entertaining. The deep penetration into the soil of a tap root is an almost forgotten factor. Fruits
look brilliantly attractive but have often lost their savor.
There are many causes of our theoretical and artificial
approaches. May I mention one ancient factor, prominent in
western culture. It has to do with our classical, Hellenic heritage.
The great and philosophical Greeks taught us to rationalize, i,e.
to remove ourselves from personal involvement and to evaluate
the phenomenal world impersonally, a great achievement. The
result was the creation of a world of ideas, of concepts. This
ability to rationalize, to draw conclusions and to utilize these in a
practical way, is incalculably significant for civilization. It is the
foundation for our practical world, especialy, of course, for
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science. But the rational and theoretical approach has a tragic
and often unrecognized consequence. It impersonalizes not only
our relationship to physical phenomena but to cultural and
religious values as well. It is no longer as important to share life
as it is to observe, analyze and evaluate. On the one hand we
manipulate ideas and create the technical marvels of our time.
On the other hand we manipulate ideas and artificialize our
culture and our religion.
Let me illustrate the two consequences of the Greek heritage.
On the positive side we observe the functions of the created
world and formulate the so-called laws of nature, the laws, for instance, of gravity, mass and energy. An Einstein combines these
into a unified equation. We use our formulated experience to
create marvels, culminating, for instance, in atomic energy and
space rockets, brilliant examples of the function of observation,
rationalization and application. On the negative side, as I see it,
we also observe, analyze and define the personal and the divine,
and we lose living contact. We theorize about their nature and
function. We are so committed to analyses of human nature that
we fail to share life itself and no longer become personally involved . We relate to so many notions about God that we fail to
enter into the world of worship. Consequentially, we manipulate
ideas and fail to enter into the heart and soul of culture and
religion.
The ideas mentioned above could be validated by extensive
documentation, but let the postulate suffice and let me proceed
to the matter of our heritage concern. Here I shall contend that
the impersonalization also applies. Narrowing this down, let me
state a theme: The origin and nature of our cultural values as an
ethnic group with Danish roots run deeper and bear finer fruits
than most heritage claimers in our day of ethnic revival appreciate. We observe, we rationalize and we institutionalize, but
do we share what we are talking about in full measure? Many
heritage enthusiasts, often recent converts, enshrine the customs
arid mores of their grandparents. Many are enmeshed in the immigrant syndrome. Some even elevate the fellowship experiences of their youth to be the sum total of heritage. A few go
back to the romantic and nationalistic outbursts of the nineteenth century. The manifestations of short-term and superficial
assimilations are then capsulized, conceptualized, and institutionalized. The resultant package is claimed as heritage and its
creators proclaim themselves as the guardians of this heritage.
Consequently there is little appreciation of the depth and scope
of cultural and religious values. There is a claim of heritage, but
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it must be understood that there is a great difference between
claiming a heritage and seeking it.
It shall be the contention of this paper that our life as an
ethnic group, as well as the life of the people from which we
have our derivation, have much deeper roots and bear finer fruits
than we as third and fourth generation immigrant children immediately appreciate. Let me talk about the roots first. In this
area I am first of all prompted and sustained in ideas about
depth by the insights into basic human characteristics and their
ancient origins given to us by the revealers of the genetic code. I
am furthermore prompted and strengthened by the revealed insights of recent archeological efforts in Scandinavia and the
British Isles. Danish culture and character are not late blooms
created by nineteenth century upsurges. Nor are they merely
slow growths from the Middle Ages on to the present. They have
deep roots in the life of a people which had fostered a significant
culture a thousand years ago. This was a culture which was independent of the culture of the Mediterranean area, which
historians usually hail as the roots of western culture. It was in
many and important respects different from the Greco-Roman
culture.
Our roots as individuals of Danish descent go back to a
culture and a people with identity as early as the blossoming of
culture in Hellas and certainly in Rome. By saying this I am not
depreciating the classical basis of our western culture. It has
significant and fundamental value for me. I am merely saying that
this is only one great cultural surge of ancient times and that
it is not the one to which we are immediately indebted. Our roots
go back to the movements of a people, whose origins we cannot
delineate but which moved into Europe east and north of the
Alps, the great dividing barrier. This people populated central
and northern Europe, including what we call France, the British
Isles and the Scandinavian north. It developed a character and a
culture independent of and different from the Mediterranean
cultures. The Celtic people, the Germanic people, and their offspring the Nordic people, have a culture apart from the GrecoRoman culture and in some respects comparable to this. The one
great handicap for understanding it is the lack of a written
language, therefore the lack of a literature and the sophisticated
fruits of language. The core of this people was transmitted orally,
vocally, when it was written down eventually, as in the case of
the Icelandic Eddas, it revealed ancient treasures of great profundity.
Western historians have been blinded too long by the pre-
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judicial attitudes toward the ancient Nordics engendered by
monastic scribes in medieval France and England. The Vikings
have been branded as crude and barbaric bullies, and the image
of "Hagar the Horrible" has beclouded American vision. Now,
however, even English scholars have started to probe the
character and culture of our ancient forebears, and we are finding things that are important to us. The Danish people of a thousand years ago, commonly called Vikings, had a highly
developed social organization and a sophisticated esthetical
culture. Their conquest of England was not just a display of raw
power and butality; it was a masterpiece of organizational skill
and social coherence. We must abandon the romantic tales
brought to us by Saxo in which he has given personality expression to a series of legendary events. The kings of the story, Dan,
Skjold, Vermund and Uffe, Rolf Krake may have historic points of
contact and they may have interpretive value, but they have
been proved to be ancient Germano-Celtic tales given personification in the north. Even Beowulff belongs in this category.
The probe has long been going on in Denmark and it is not
yet complete. Historians are starting to summarize the results
but not too much understanding has yet reached the popular
mind, especially in our country. It has long been known that the
Nordic peoples were socially and culturally homogenized in a
way different from the autocracy and class-rule of the Roman
empire. It has also been known, or surmized, that the social views
and congruence of the Nordics form the basis of modern AngloAmerican ideas of civil rights, but this is being further pursued .
Perhaps the cultural harmony, the non-dichotomized character,
can best be seen in the shaping of Christianity in the North. It is
now rather well established that Christianity came to Denmark
primarily from the Celtic church of the British Isles. Ansgar fades
into the background as a tool of empire and papacy. The excavations at Jelling in recent years have affirmed the Celtic connection rather sensationally. So we must look to the Celtic church. It
was, in its nature and shape, different from the Mediterranean
church, from the Roman church. It was not only thoroughly acculturated to the ways of the people into which it was
assimilated. Nor was it merely independent of Rome in its decentralization. It was indigenously and harmoniously a part of the
life of the people. It was a " folkelig" church, even as most of the
churches of northern Europe are "folkelige" in their basic nature
today.
It is to the culture of this people that our roots go back today.
There are, of course, many important phases of development be-
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tween this people and our life now. The lore of the Middle Ages,
the renewal of humanism and the Reformation, the growth of
enlightenment, education and science, the evolution of the rule
of the people, the great agricultural changes and reforms, the
flourishing of art and literature in the various phases of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the contribution of great personalities, all these are part of our heritage and we have roots to
them. But the tap roots go way back and we neglect them only to
our own detriment. The intimacy of culture and religion in this
rootage is a feature that can be excluded only at the cost of
destroying the very nature of the heritage.
You may ask: Of what value is all this for fourth generation
Americans? The answer is: If fourth-generation Americans are to
be conscious of our heritage and be appreciative of it, we must
penetrate beyond the customs and mores of our grandparents.
We must rely on more than surface contacts through top-soil
roots. We must shed the immigrant complex, and we must give
up the idea that the fellowship experiences of our own youth are
necessarily Danish heritage or that Danish heritage is limited to
this. Like Alexander Haley we must go back in history.
But what have tap roots to do with fruits? Do they necessarily
produce the finest fruits? The answer to the second question is:
Of course not! There is not an absolute connection although
there may be a likely one. The purpose of my theme is not to link
roots and fruits in obvious and required succession. It is to state
that " finest fruits" is another important metaphor which is
helpful in evaluating heritage. And we must recognize that not
all our rootage might be an asset. It has been said, that if we go
far enough back in our ancestry, we would all find a horse thief.
Most of us carry in our genes potentials for weaknesses and
disease. The Danish temperament of inferiority complex and
vacillation has not always stood us in good stead. The modern
Denmark, as Jcprgen Thorgaard told the Danish Interest Conference, is in as great a turmoil and transition as America. But
having admitted all this, there are " finest fruits" in our treasury
which we must fully appreciate.
Some of the fruits of our heritage are " fine fruits" beyond our
reach and appreciation. With an appropriate term the Germans
speak of Feinkultur. It includes the high peaks of art, music,
literature, education, science and philosophy, and we may not be
able to scale these peaks. In general, however, this is an
important part of heritage, and the Danish heritage takes a back
seat to none. Give me the privilege of just mentioning areas and
names. In literature: Holberg, Oehenschlager, Hans Christian
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Andersen, Blicher, Pontoppidan, Nex<t>, Kaj Munk. In the art of
painting: Eckersberg, Zarhtmann, Skovgaard, Willumsen. In
SCL\lpture: Thorvaldsen, Bissen, Kai Nielsen. In music: Kuhlau,
Gade, Carl Nielsen, Laub. In science: Tycho Brahe, Ole R</>mer,
H. C. Oersted, Niels Finsen, Niels Bohr. In philosophy:
Kierkegaard, H(/>ffding, Gr</>nbech. The list does not include
names for education, philology, architecture, design, theatre,
exploration, etc. These are a minimum of representatives and
areas. The individuals are persons of great talent and inspiration,
but they are also representatives and expressions of centuries of
accumulated culture.
Elitist culture is, in many ways, a refined expression of a
people's ancient culture. Folk culture, expressed in the corporate
legacies of folk-lore, folk-wisdom, social contexts, initiative and
mutuality, is also a fine fruit of an ancient heritage. It has revered
ourpourings in ballads and tales, in proverbs and down-to-earth
philosophy. But it is also expressed in character traits of honesty,
integrity, diligence, perseverance, social attitudes, neighborliness, and a stubborn and resistant independence with a long defiance of autocracy and class rule. It is both corporate and individualistic. The fruits are inherited through many generations
of growth and preparation. They are environmental manifestations, but they are also a part of a genetic legacy.
We could stop at this point and satisfy ourselves with a
descriptive presentation, but we must go a step further in
characterization and evaluation. The flowering of elitist culture
and the manifestations of folk culture are not only social
evidence of a long trail. They are not only outbursts of individual
efforts of persons upon whom genius has settled. They are
manifestations of a human spirit given growth, maturity and
flowering. Their nature is not only sociological; it is spiritual. The
spirit has grown out of human factors of an individual and
corporate nature. But there has also been an ancient relation of
culture and religion. Or rather, religion has been an integral
factor in this growth. The roots reach back into dim ages of cultic
life. Since the time, more than a thousand years ago, when
merchants and warriors made contact with Christianity, and
since King Harald made his epochal decision in the middle of the
tenth century to accept the Christian faith, the Christian worship
and its fruits have been an integral and inseparable part of the
Danish heritage.
If we claim a heritage, it is not enough to describe it and to
conceptualize it. To claim a heritage we must seek its deepest
roots and share its finest fruits.
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